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In this paper we examine the views of employees from unionized companies and trade union leaders

on the barriers to trade union activities in Malaysia through reference to survey data. These barriers

are political, social and economic. The system of Malaysian industrial relations is not necessarily

anti-union – in theory – but the article points to a range of structural barriers and challenges facing

unions. However, the evidence presented also shows that there are major gaps and barriers within

trade unions in terms of strategic renewal and organizational change. There are also major issues of

union visibility within the workplace and the community. These are partly explained by the lack of

systematic support offered by the legal system and employer; yet, there is a real perception gap as far

as workers are concerned. Notably, the trade unions have little influence in decision-making pro-

cesses across a range of human resource management practices and workplace issues. In addition,

there are indications that trade unions have not really thought about or developed direct and more

imaginative forms of communication in relation to the changing nature of the workforce and the

economic context. As a result, internal barriers to change have been shaped by external ones, and

this must be considered in any debate on Malaysian industrial relations.
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Key points
1 The evidence of a trade union renewal strategy is limited in the Malaysian context in

key strategic sectors.

2 The restrictions placed on trade unions by the state appear to be curtailing a more

proactive approach.
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The barriers to trade union development and the challenges facing industrial relations
regulation have become a significant academic debate. The last three decades have seen
trade unions in many countries face considerable problems across a range of dimensions.
The problems are broad and multifaceted; furthermore they bring significant challenges to
the role of worker voice and democratic participation within the workplace. Based on a
comprehensive review of relevant literature pertaining to trade unionism in Malaysia, the
research questions which emerged for investigation were:

Research question 1: What are the structures of trade unions in Peninsular Malaysia,
the legal framework of Malaysian industrial relations and sections in the law that
may act as barriers to the growth of trade unions, or cause a decline in trade unions?

Research question 2: What are the perceptions of employees (members and non-
members), from unionized companies, on the factors which may have impacted
Malaysian trade unionism?

Research question 3: What are the perceptions of the trade union officials on the
environmental factors (both internal and external to trade unions) which may have
influenced Malaysian trade unionism?

Research question 4: What are the implications of such barriers in terms of union
renewal and meaningful union engagement?

In this paper we focus on these challenges in the Malaysian context and argue that the
Malaysian context is a challenging one for independent trade unionism. There are signifi-
cant political and institutional barriers that are compounded by a model of growth and
development that focuses on sectors and management practices that tend to be ambivalent
in terms of their relation to trade unions and collective forms of representation and regu-
lation. In addition, there are serious internal questions within the labour movement that
reinforce the problems they face in the reaching the workforce as a voice mechanism and a
significant interlocutor in social and political terms. We believe that the internal strategic
dilemmas facing trade unions should also be borne in mind when discussing the external
barriers and challenges facing the unions.

We summarize a series of academic interventions related to the Malaysian industrial
relations environment and focus on a detailed set of quantitative data regarding the role of
trade unions, and their relationships, in a wide range of Malaysian workplaces. The data

3 The use of alternative communication and community strategies appear to
be restricted in specific key sectors with new groups of workers not being
systematically addressed.

4 The issue is that the space for union activity and renewal is restricted due
to management’s imposition of limits and constraints on key areas of the
employment relation.
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cover topics related to how trade unions relate to the workforce and management – we
attempt to complement macro-oriented and contextual approaches by outlining the day-
to-day practices and processes that configure trade union representation. By doing this we
attempt to show that while there are considerable national and structural factors under-
mining the role of trade unions, there are a range of internal factors within the workplace
and within the trade union movement that have to be moved to the forefront of the
debate. Barriers tend to be seen as externally determined as we will illustrate, but there is a
need to review how trade unions respond to these and strategically innovate. By mapping
these micro-level relations and noting their characteristics we can begin to locate and
ground the discussion in terms of the practices and roles within the space of firm-based
representation.

The Malaysian trade union movement and industrial relations context

The Malaysian population was 27.9 million in 2009, of which 63.3% were urban-based.
Being an emerging economy in Asia, Malaysia recorded a total labour force of 12 061 100
in 2009 with 63.1% of people economically active in the working age population of 15 to
64 years (Government of Malaysia 2010). Employment in the different industrial sectors
increased from 9.275 million in 2000 to 11.621 million in 2009. The average annual
employment growth rate for the decade 2000 to 2009 was 2.8%. The average unemploy-
ment rate for the period 2000 to 2009 was 3.4%. Labour shortages have encouraged the
influx of low-skilled foreign labour which since 2000 rose to 1.9 million in 2009 (Govern-
ment of Malaysia 2010, 234). Malaysia has recovered from the Asian economic and finan-
cial crisis of 1997 and appears to be heading towards a higher level of income.

The main body of literature on the Malaysian labour movement suggests that eco-
nomic, political and legal factors are nevertheless a serious challenge to the development
and growth of Malaysian trade unions. Severe recessions in the mid-1980s and at the end
of the 1990s have slowed the expansion of the labour movement. From 1970 to 2000, on
average, the union membership growth rate showed a decreasing trend despite significant
growth in the number of registered trade unions and enlargement in waged employment
(Said, Zakaria and Said 2002). Similar trends between 1980 and 2009 are shown in
Figure 1. Although total trade union membership rose from 541 713 in 1980 to 806 860 in
2009, trade union density significantly dropped from 11.25% to 6.94% during the same
period. As Table 1 shows, on average, despite variations in trade union membership
growth rate and total employment, the average trade union density for the decade 2000 to
2009 was 7.5%.

Malaysia followed an import substitution industrialization (ISI) strategy from 1957 to
1970, which aimed to fortify infrastructure and rural sectors leaving industrialization to
the private sector. During this phase, as Kuruvilla and Arudsothy (1995) affirmed, the gov-
ernment severely curbed the activities of trade unions so as to achieve economic growth.
The peak of state involvement during the 1970s represented an attempt to achieve a
greater degree of equal distribution in wealth among different ethnic groups, in particular
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the majority Malays (relative to ethnic Chinese and Indians) who were slightly behind in
the terms of economic advancement (Ariffin 1997; Kuruvilla and Arudsothy 1995; Rowley
and Abdul-Rahman 2007; Rowley and Bhopal 2006). Hence, the government defined
progress and equality in terms of ethnic and not solely class terms. The recessions in the
1980s and the relative failure of the heavy industrial programme1 exacerbated the Malay-
sian economic condition and impelled the state to pursue a new low-cost export-oriented
industrialization (EOI) strategy. The range of incentives and business flexibility granted to
foreign investors attracted numerous multinational corporations (MNCs). Rising exports

Figure 1 Annual trade union membership growth rate and density, Malaysia (1980–2009)
Source: Said, Zakaria, and Said (2002, 122); Department of Trade Union Affairs (2010); Govern-
ment of Malaysia (1986, 1996, 2001, 2006, 2010).

Table 1 Labour force and trade unions statistics, Malaysia (2000–2009)

Year Labour force

(‘000)

Employment

(‘000)

Total trade

unions

Total

membership

Membership growth

rate (%)

Union

density (%)

2000 9 572 9 275 563 734 037 1.26 7.92

2001 9 724 9 379 592 785 441 7.00 8.37

2002 10 064 9 709 595 807 802 2.85 8.32

2003 10 426 10 047 609 789 163 -2.31 7.85

2004 10 846 10 464 611 783 108 -0.77 7.48

2005 11 291 10 893 621 761 160 -2.75 6.99

2006 11 545 11 159 631 801 585 5.31 7.18

2007 11 775 11 398 642 803 212 0.20 7.05

2008 11 968 11 577 659 805 565 0.29 6.96

2009 12 061 11 621 680 806 860 0.16 6.94

Sources: Department of Trade Union Affairs (2006, 2010); Government of Malaysia (2010).
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of manufactured goods via the EOI strategy led the government to embrace more techno-
logically intensive foreign direct investment (FDI), in particular within the electronics and
electrical goods sectors (Kuruvilla and Arudsothy 1995; Rowley and Abdul-Rahman 2007;
Rowley and Bhopal 2006). Malaysia’s attempts in attracting FDI in the electronics indus-
try through the provision of exclusive incentives to foreign-owned companies operating in
the export processing zones (EPZs) have been fruitful since early 1980s with Malaysia the
largest emerging nation and one of the world’s major exporters of electronic components
(Athukorala and Menon 1995, 1996).

The government maintained a direct legal vigilance and control over the labour move-
ment so as to curb disruptions on inflows of FDI, and to ensure steady growth and eco-
nomic sustainability.2 Although there are evidential traces that MNCs demanded a policy
of trade union containment (Bhopal and Todd 2000; Kuruvilla and Arudsothy 1995), the
state implemented policies and aspects within its industrialization strategies that made the
unionization of workers relatively difficult so as to avoid threats by MNCs of any realloca-
tion of business to other Asian nations. For example, the state sanctions only ‘in-house’
unions for workers in the electronics industry, denies them access to minimum wage leg-
islation and places restrictions on collective bargaining. Consequently, workplace indus-
trial relations under the EOI phase was less committed to collective forms of
representation and led to a gradual decline in trade union density (Jomo 2007; Kuruvilla
and Arudsothy 1995; Kuruvilla and Venkataratnam 1996). The ISI and EOI strategies also
led to rapid structural changes in the Malaysian economy that altered the composition of
labour force and trade union membership. Employment rose in manufacturing and
service sectors while traditional sectors such as agriculture and mining declined (Bhopal
and Todd 2000). Similar trends seem to continue in view of the fact that the average per-
centage of employment recorded in agriculture, mining, manufacturing, construction and
services for the 2000–09 period were 13.41, 0.4, 27.98, 7.28 and 50.93 respectively.

The EOI strategy paved the way for the participation of women workers in the labour
force. The participation rate of women in the labour force increased from 37.2% in 1970
to 46.0% in 2009. The female participation rate in the labour force was almost constant
for the 2000–09 decade, with an average of 45.91%. Notably, this figure is low compared
with the male participation rate with highest percentage of 85.1 in 2000, dipped to 79.5%
in 2009 and the overall average was 81.04% for the same period. Malaysia recorded an
average labour force participation of 63.8% rate for the period 2000 to 2009. Figure 2
reflects that male and female union membership increased by 3.23% and 1.96% respec-
tively in 2009 compared to 2001. Union membership among women workers is approxi-
mately 39% of total trade union membership for the period 2001 to 2009. Hovering below
the 50% mark, union membership among women exhibits an increasing trend in the past
few years which perhaps indicates a general interest in the functions of trade unions and
efforts of unions in organizing and representing women within the unions’ fraternity.

Nevertheless, the nature of the participation rate of women in the labour force illum-
inates some further issues. The statistics for 2008 show that the Malaysian female partici-
pation rate is relatively low (45.7%) compared with neighbouring countries such as
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Thailand (70.0%), Singapore (60.2%) and Indonesia (51.8%) (Government of Malaysia
2010, 179). Many paradoxical reasons could be presented for the relatively low female
membership in trade unions. For instance, reasons specific to the Malaysian context high-
lighted by Ariffin (1997) and Jomo and Todd (1994) were: the male domination of trade
unions, poor communication pertaining to union activities, poor training opportunities, a
lack of attention to workplace issues, family and personal commitments, and socio-
cultural barriers (conservative perceptions on the role of women in society). The increas-
ing impact of neoliberal policies and the changing structures of Malaysian economic
sectors and employment contribute to challenges facing the trade union movement.

While facing the Asian economic and financial crisis in 1997, Malaysia worked aggres-
sively, in rhetoric at least, towards a ‘knowledge-based’ economy as a course of action to
achieve the status of a newly industrialized country, which necessitates sturdy industrial
harmony via a tripartite labour system. The Employment Act 1955 (EA), Trade Unions Act
1959 (TUA) and the Industrial Relations Act 1967 (IRA) collectively form the basis of the
industrial relations (IR) system in Malaysia. However, the Malaysian government continu-
ously receives criticism regarding its longstanding IR and labour laws which thus far have
not been revised to accommodate the current economic and workplace demands by
employers (Aminuddin 2007; Anantaraman 1997; Ariffin, 1997; Arudsothy 1990; Arud-
sothy and Littler 1993; Ayadurai, Yahaya and Zainuddin 2002; Bhopal and Rowley 2002;
Bhopal and Todd 2000; Jomo and Todd 1994; Kuruvilla 1996; Mellahi and Wood 2004;
Parasuraman 2004; Ramasamy 2000; Rasiah 1995; Sharma 1996; Suhanah 2002; Todd and
Peetz 2001; Todd, Lansbury and Davis 2006; Wu 2006). The Malaysian IR system has
become increasingly more restrictive than pluralistic (Kuruvilla and Arudsothy 1995),
based on a system of state-employer domination (Kuruvilla and Venkataratnam 1996),
and repressive-confrontation rather than being accommodating and co-operative (Sharma
1996). Todd and Peetz (2001) maintain it is a ‘controlled’ rather than a ‘commitment-

Figure 2 Trade union membership by gender, Malaysia (2001–09)
Sources: Department of Trade Union Affairs (2006, 2010).

Naresh Kumar, Miguel Martinez Lucio and Raduan Che Rose

© 2012 Australian Human Resources Institute 27



based’ structure delineated by the early British colonial government and maintained by
Malaysia since independence. Deficiencies in the democratization of labour legislation
have, apparently, been seen to have worked against the achievement of collaborative work-
place relations. Anantaraman (1997) and Suhanah (2002) argue that Malaysian labour
policies since the ISI phase, encapsulated in relevant laws, menace co-operative IR as the
government attempts to create a fully industrialized country by 2020. The government
viewed the growth of manufacturing for export purposes as a central feature of economic
development: allowing for a sturdy and competitive basis among the Asian newly industri-
alizing economies (NICs). Thus, the nature of IR policies appeared to be a type of ‘con-
trolled pluralism’ based on significant state-control aimed at avoiding industrial conflict in
the interests of accelerating the industrialization process (Jomo 2007; Kuruvilla and Arud-
sothy 1995).

The Department of Trade Union Affairs (DTU) governs trade unions and deals with
issues such as registration, internal organization, the election of officers, union finances
and, in particular, specifies unions’ rights, authorities, duties and responsibilities. This act
strictly forbids unions from representing workers from different establishments, trades,
occupations or industries.

The Department of Industrial Relations regulates the relations between employers,
workers and their trade unions, and aims at the prevention and settlement of any trade
disputes and related matters arising. Workers have the right to form or join trade unions,
with the exception of members of the police, prison service, armed forces and public
sector employees employed in a confidential or security capacity. The IRA grants the
director general absolute authority to determine the classifications of employees. The IRA
prohibits the formation of unions in ‘pioneer industries’. Indeed the focal point of criti-
cism in labour studies is that the director general (previously the registrar of trade union)
accepted in-house unions (enterprise unions) to represent workers in the electronics
sector after unremitted pressure from international bodies, but exercised arbitrary power
to prevent the formation of a national trade union in the electronics sector (unlike their
counterparts in the electrical industries) since it embraces ‘pioneer status’ consistent with
the government’s pursuit of a low-cost export-oriented strategy (Jomo 2007; Jomo and
Todd 1994; Kuruvilla and Arudsothy 1995). Furthermore, workers in ‘pioneer status’
industries were prohibited from having their terms determined by bargaining beyond the
minimum standards stipulated in the Employment Act 1955 – this undermines the efforts
of unionization in such companies (Peetz and Todd 2001). For some employees, the provi-
sions of the 1955 Employment Act guarantee their minimum employment protection and
benefits and the attractiveness of trade union membership is questionable. Notwithstand-
ing, while the IRA consents to collective bargaining, its scope is limited to the provision
for training, the annual review of wages and the development of performance-based
remuneration systems.

The Malaysian labour laws, to some extent, seem to be more favourable to employers
than unions or employees, discouraging genuine employee participation in workplace
decision-making at the in-house or enterprise level (Anantaraman 1997; Ariffin 1997;
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Parasuraman 2004; Suhanah 2002; Todd, Lansbury and Davis 2006). Wad (2001, 4), views
in-house unions as ‘weak, management-controlled lapdogs, more or less unable to defend
and improve employees’ rights and interests, and that they do not provide for concomitant
wage and productivity increases’. The IRA enforces all collective agreements germane to
trade union members and non-members alike and it strictly forbids a trade union from
using any methods to force workers to join the trade union. In addition, the recruitment
of new trade union members is weakened by a fear of victimization by employers in any of
the areas listed earlier as ‘management prerogatives’. Section 9 of the IRA requires an
employer’s recognition of a trade union prior to official registration. This further enlarges
the capabilities of employers to hold up union recognition applications (Aminuddin 2003;
Jomo and Todd 1994). The neoliberal policies of the Malaysian government in recent years
have weakened trade union influence in the workplace and have crafted a situation where
employers have greater authority over employees.

The IRA prohibits anti-trade union activity, victimization and labour discrimination
practices by employers against union members and organizers, and trade unions have the
constitutional rights to file charges against any misconduct with the Ministry of Human
Resources or the Industrial Court. Nevertheless, Ramasamy (2000), Rasiah (1995), Jomo
and Todd (1994), Aminuddin (2003, 2007) and Ramasamy and Rowley (2008) confirm
that employer opposition to unionization is common in Malaysia, especially in the private
sector, but the government remains neutral on this issue. In addition, the Malaysia Immi-
gration Department strictly spells out conditions on foreign work permits in a manner
that bars foreign workers from joining trade unions (Wu 2006). Jomo and Todd (1994)
allege that Malaysia has relied heavily on foreign migrant labour in several industrial
sectors since the 1980s, and that the government and the employers of the firms involved
in those sectors mutually determined that this group of the labour force remained
unorganized by preventing them from joining a relevant trade union.

Apparently, fewer than one million workers are members of trade unions in Malaysia.
Formally, unions basically strive to sustain industrial peace and harmony and engage in
collective bargaining, yet they act as a pressure point towards the government in revising
and activating labour legislation and systems that benefit the entire employee fraternity
(Aminuddin 2003, 2007; Parasuraman 2002, 2004). A study by the World Bank disclosed
that firms with unions had a higher productivity rate compared with those that were non-
unionized (New Straits Times, 6 December 1995 cited in Sim 1999, 40). However, Section 7
of the IRA prohibits workers from being forced to join any trade union. The macro
dimensional factors described earlier may gradually expunge the confidence and intention
to join a trade union and jeopardize the survival of trade unions now and in the near
future. Hence, it is important to research and comprehend the barriers to trade unioniza-
tion in detail in the context of workplace relations and perceptions. There have been many
debates on trade union dilemmas and diverse recommendations that may throw further
light on the issues discussed here even if the direct application of ‘western’ recommenda-
tions to ‘eastern’ trade unions’ problems is to some extent not clearly feasible due to the
differing labour management systems and their socioeconomic dimensions.
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Hence, in this regard, the attitudes and opinions of employees and trade union repre-
sentatives in unionized companies towards trade unions and their activities in Malaysia
were examined. There is a need to note how the insights from the rich and emerging lit-
erature on trade unions and change can be examined in relation to the reality of work-
place relations.

Debates on union decline and change

Much of the debate in Malaysia is concerned with the question of the constraining effects
of the environment on trade unions: industrial relations are not systematically opposed by
the state and employers in an overtly authoritarian manner but there are concerns with
the way the system of industrial relations has not been able to develop beyond a limited
set of social and industrial spaces. This concern is shared by the authors and it parallels the
debates about union decline in various European and North American contexts.

Machin (2000, 2003) points to the fact that since the early 1980s trade unions find it
difficult to organize in the new firms and industries that have been established in the
British private sector. There are various factors related to the current nature of manage-
ment and work which present unique challenges to organized labour. The move from
macro/state level activities towards micro-level and firm-specific bargaining and organiza-
tional practices fragments union activity, pulling it closer to the needs of capital and away
from independent labour interests. The move to a more localized and firm-based
approach can be seen to undermine the broader social agendas of unions at work. There is
an ongoing concern and set of issues within the debate in industrial relations regarding
the decline of collective regulation and trade unionism. Brown (2010) has argued that this
transformation of the environment in industrial relations is underpinned by the emer-
gence of a new competitive. Disney (1990) referenced a set of changes that seriously trans-
form the external environment of the firm and the area of industrial relations in terms of
macroeconomic conditions (the ‘business cycle’), the changing nature of employment, and
others such as changes in the labour force. The question of industrial decline has been
driven by the way a type of worker and type of work has been transformed and segmented
in geographic, spatial and industrial terms. Ironically, these changes havebeen at its most
extensive in Anglo-Saxon contexts due to the extent of industrial change, the reinforce-
ment of a liberal market economy (Coates 2000), and the nature of a weak regulatory
environment (the latter being shared by Malaysia due to developmental but also historical
reasons given its British-inspired voluntary system of industrial relations). Kuruvilla et al.
(2002) showed that union density and union influence in various Asian countries have
experienced decline since the early 1990s. The nature of economic and social development
and work are major factors. Also a new workforce in gender and ethnic terms has contrib-
uted to the limited reach of union power due to its focus on male-dominated spaces and
practices.

However, political factors are also salient (Kelly 1998). The state has in many cases
been central to the decline of unions through oppressive practices and an increasing
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unwillingness to collaborate with unions. This was visible during the 1980s and 1990s in
the UK and USA. The combination of these factors has been significant in undermining
union power and, while distinct in some characteristics, Malaysia shares many of these
factors even if it is less of a declining nation in economic terms and more of an emerging
one. Roy’s (1980) classic article on ‘sweet stuff, fear stuff and evil stuff ’ tends to suggest
that the situation facing labour is a combination of factors and these are present in many
contexts including Malaysia’s.

Yet, while there is a rich debate about the context of industrial relations and trade
unions in the country, there is a significant gap in the Malaysian literature. The responses
of unions and their role in the workplace are relatively absent in many reports. The ques-
tion of union renewal has emerged as a central feature of many industrial relations
debates in Europe and North America (see Frege and Kelly 2004). Trade unions have
been reconsidering their role across various dimensions. In the first instance, trade unions
have been sharpening their systems of communications and developing audio-visual
tools, Internet communication and even new forms of symbolically presenting them-
selves. This has been paralleled by the development of a more service-oriented approach
based on offering or professionalizing their individual services for workers in terms of
their day-to-day problems and in terms of offering broader services to workers as con-
sumers as well. There have been critiques regarding the use of communication systems
and service-based approaches due to their hierarchical nature (see Martinez Lucio and
Stuart, 2009 for a discussion). The trade union movement has attempted to develop more
systematic forms of co-operation with management as a way of ensuring that questions
of organizational change within a firm and new forms of management systems are devel-
oped in terms of dialogue and discussion between trade unions and management. The
argument is that organizations are capable of developing mutual gains such as training
programmes that may help the workforce and management in developing more meaning-
ful work.

Yet there are questions in relation to communication, services and partnership. These
are seen to represent one way of re-engaging trade unions in the new and changing eco-
nomic and social contexts of capitalism. Within union revitalization, on the other hand,
‘organizing’ has become a major feature of the way trade unions feel they can reconnect
with the workforce (see Martinez Lucio and Stuart 2009). This has become a major feature
of union activity in the UK, the USA and Australia, although the effects are not clear. The
labour movement in these contexts has developed a campaigning and mobilizing element
at the micro, although not necessarily always at the political level, focused on engaging
local groups of the workforce. Their actions have been aimed at raising awareness of the
bad practices of various employers, the need to extend union influence through recogni-
tion campaigns and the emergence of new trade union organizers whose aim is to gain
union influence within firms that have an intransigent attitude to trade union representa-
tion. A corollary of this debate is the way trade unions need to engage communities
through local worker centres, social networks and local campaigns around broad issues
(see Wills and Simms 2004). Trade unions have in various cases developed ‘direct’ and
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‘mobilizing’ approaches to trade union change. This is seen by some to be a social move-
ment model of trade unionism (Milkman 2006). Hence, trade union renewal has various
features in terms of questions of identity, communication, bargaining renewal, informa-
tion technology, campaigning and social strategies.

Research methodology

This paper was derived from a larger project on workplace industrial relations in Malay-
sia, funded by the Ministry of Higher Education, Malaysia. Fieldwork for this study was
undertaken between August and December 2009. The survey sample was drawn from
the Malaysian Trade Union Congress (MTUC) membership database and included the
employees (union members and non-union members) and trade union leaders or repre-
sentative at each workplace across different industrial sectors, namely: agriculture, trans-
port and storage, wholesaling and retailing, hotels and restaurants, manufacturing,
telecommunications, finance and insurance, and health. The primary data were obtained
through surveys using self-administered questionnaires derived from a few notable
research discussions concerning trade unionism (e.g. Bryson 2003; Charlwood 2004;
Snape 1994; Thomason and Pozzebon 1998; Tolich and Harcourt 1999; Waddington and
Whitston 1997). Perceived reasons for joining or not a union in unionized organizations
and incidence of managerial opposition practices were rated on a 5-point Likert-type
scale, with 1 representing ‘strongly disagree’ and 5 ‘strongly agree’. For the purpose of
analysis and interpretation, the scales were collapsed into three categories: ‘agree’,
‘neutral/undecided’ and ‘disagree’. Items used in the survey are reported in the tables of
findings.

After piloting the survey instruments and making appropriate amendments, all ques-
tionnaires were mailed to selected respondents and returned with several follow-up
surveys of non-respondents. In total, 1152 questionnaires were distributed to employees
(union members and non-union members) with 292 and 168 useable returns from union
members and non-union members respectively. The distribution of returns varied by
sector – the manufacturing sector makes up the largest group with 37%; agricultural 18%,
finance and insurance 17%, telecommunications 11% and other sectors make up the rest.
Also, 382 questionnaires were distributed to union leaders, with 166 useable returns.
Taking into account the invalid responses, the response rates for union members, non-
union members and union leaders were 52%, 32% and 48% respectively. While the figures
are low, such response rates are common and acceptable for mailed surveys in the Malay-
sian context.

The accuracy of the MTUC membership database could also have influenced the
response rates, as not all questionnaires were distributed to the respective respondents
because they had retired from work, changed job, been made redundant or chosen to
forgo union memberships. Nevertheless, the number of useable responses is sufficient to
undertake a meaningful descriptive analysis. The spread of respondents by sectors was rea-
sonably representative of the population.
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The perceptions of Malaysian trade union activity and communications
in the workplace

The Malaysian trade union movement is considered strong by Southeast Asian standards
(Sharma 1996), though the membership growth does not justify the increase in the
number of registered trade unions.. While there is no absolute consensus on the forces
that led to the slow membership growth, external factors such as the changing labour
market structure, the nature of labour legislation, increasing political pressure by the state,
and undeveloped union–management relationships have had an undesirable impact on
trade unionization. The strength of unions relies primarily on the retention of current
members, plus the addition of employees passionately keen to join a union. Recruitment
of new members is hampered by there being limited methods to persuade employees to
join a union. Examination of the issues internal to Malaysian trade unionism proved
without doubt that employee desire for unionization is traditionally service driven rather
than social or relationship driven. The service-driven reasons related to traditional aspects
of the employment relationship that attract most of the membership are to obtain
improved pay and conditions (M = 3.00) and need for collective representation/provide a
voice (M = 2.93). Individual benefits, ‘support if they had a problem at work’ (M = 2.82),
‘free legal advice’ (M = 2.70) and ‘training and education’ (M = 2.70) also emerged as sig-
nificant union membership attractors.

These findings confirm that the respondents in the unionized company context join
unions manly for instrumental reasons. Few respondents joined in favour of social or rela-
tionship factors such as ‘because I believe in trade unions’ (M = 2.07), and support from
colleagues (M = 1.90), family (M = 1.32) and employers (M = 1.08), as indicated in
Table 2. It appears that very few union members were encouraged by their colleagues to
join trade unions. The link between trade unions and family/social relations was also

Table 2 Perceived reasons for joining a union in unionized organizations

Reason for joining Union members (n = 292)

Disagree

n (%)

Neutral

n (%)

Agree

n (%)

Mean SD

Improved pay and conditions 0 0 292 (100.0) 3.00 .000

Collective representation/provide a voice 0 20 (6.8) 272 (93.2) 2.93 .253

Support if I had a problem at work 1 (4.1) 28 (9.6) 252 (86.3) 2.82 .479

Free legal advice 1 (6.2) 52 (17.8) 222 (76.0) 2.70 .579

Training and education 2 (6.8) 48 (16.4) 224 (76.7) 2.70 .591

Union delegate recruited me 4 (14.4) 35 (12.0) 215 (73.6) 2.59 .729

Because I believe in trade unions 6 (23.3) 137 (46.9) 87 (29.8) 2.07 .727

Most people at work are members 6 (23.3) 18 (63.4) 3 (13.4) 1.90 .598

Family encouragement 22 (77.7) 3 (12.7) 2 (9.6) 1.32 .641

My employer expects me to join 26 (92.1) 2 (7.9) 0 1.08 .270
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visible: hence, traditional workplace activities are seen to be the main means for maintain-
ing the levels of unionization. The respondents alleged that their employers do not expect
them to join a union. This also indicates that unions have thus far not been able to clinch
any form of ‘social partnership’ and engage employers to promote union membership.

Another part of the study examined the determinants of willingness to join a union
among non-union employees in unionized companies. The results are summarized in
Table 3. The behaviour and expectations of the employer appear to be the main reasons
for employees not joining the union (M = 2.60). The presence of a culture in Malaysia
where workers are reluctant to be open and direct in encounters with superiors and man-
agers, which is regarded as rude and disrespectful of their superior (Rowley and Abdul-
Rahman 2007), perhaps leads to a situation whereby the workers prefer not to be
unionized. Thus, it could be alleged that employers do not encourage increased union
membership and that there is no real sense of collective dialogue or investment in collect-
ive voice. Indeed, this situation does not clearly justify the assertion of Rowley and Abdul-
Rahman (2008) that some Malaysian firms are sentient of the central role of human
resource management (HRM) in organizations and managers realize human potential as
integral for capturing the competitive edge. A sizeable number of respondents perceived
that union membership might damage their career prospects (M = 2.60). So fear remains a
salient factor. In addition, the unions are seen to be dominated by male workers (M =
2.44), supporting Ariffin (1997) and Sim’s (1999) allegation that trade unions in Malaysia
are a male sphere of influence.

Since (as stipulated in Section 17(1) of the IRA) any benefits arising from a collective
agreement are not confined to union members only, non-members do not see a pressing

Table 3 Perceived reasons for not joining a union in unionized company

Reasons Non-union members (n = 168)

Disagree

n (%)

Neutral

n (%)

Agree

n (%)

Mean SD

My employer does not expect me to join (3.0) 5 (34.5) 10 (62.5) 2.60 .550

Might damage career prospects (4.2) 5 (31.5) 10 (64.3) 2.60 .570

It is dominated by male members 3 (20.2) 2 (15.5) 10 (64.3) 2.44 .809

No point since I get the benefits anyway 2 (14.9) 4 (28.6) 9 (56.5) 2.42 .738

The union does not achieve anything 3 (18.5) 4 (26.8) 9 (54.8) 2.36 .777

Do not need a trade union 3 (17.9) 5 (29.8) 8 (52.4) 2.35 .766

Family discouragement 2 (13.1) 8 (50.6) 6 (36.3) 2.23 .665

Lack of knowledge about unions 3 (19.6) 6 (39.3) 6 (41.1) 2.21 .751

Not been asked to join 3 (20.2) 7 (42.3) 6 (37.5) 2.17 .742

Because I don’t believe in trade unions 7 (45.8) 5 (31.0) 3 (23.2) 1.77 .802

Most people at work are not members 10 (64.9) 3 (18.5) 2 (16.7) 1.52 .766

Need to pay membership fees 12 (72.0) 2 (16.1) 2 (11.9) 1.40 .693
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need to join a union. Non-members were prepared to be ‘free-riders’ even though they felt
that the level of the membership fee was not an issue. However, the concern with ‘free-
riders’ will continue to be an issue in Malaysia, in view of the fact that there are no legal
obligations on employees to join trade unions, and to steer clear of this issue necessitates
specific amendments to the IRA.

The respondents also perceived that ‘The union does not achieve anything’ (M = 2.36),
there was no need for a trade union (M = 2.35), and they have little knowledge about
unions (M = 2.21). A set of respondents have no faith, or do not believe, in trade unions
(M = 1.77). This may mean that the unions are weak and make little meaningful contribu-
tion to the improvement of their members’ situation in the work environment, or that the
unions have failed to communicate their achievements and to systematically update infor-
mation or knowledge about union activities and Malaysian trade unionism in general to
both employees and members alike.

Following on from this line of argument, a substantial number of employees were not
asked to join unions (M = 2.17) and were discouraged by family members (M = 2.23):
perhaps this indicates not only a lack of interest towards collective representation, but also
the unions’ failure to reach out to the social or community sphere, being instead locked in
a narrow workplace dynamic. Trade unions do not give the impression of crafting a posi-
tive image to realign the perspectives and views of employees and the community at large
in relation to the role and purpose of trade unionism in Malaysia. Thus unions appear to
contribute to the lack of further union development in Malaysia. Peer influence does not
play a significant role in the explanation of non-membership, as the majority of non-
members scored less (disagree) on the statement ‘Most people at work are not members’
(M = 1.52). This may perhaps indicate that union members do not appreciate their mem-
bership or the strength of their unions and are thus not aggressively attempting to encour-
age their workmates to join their unions. Also, it appears that the inability of trade unions
to make tactful contact with this group of non-members further aggravated the opposi-
tion to unionism.

Clearly the issue of communication emerges as a key factor. The trade union represen-
tatives indicated that various approaches are used to communicate with union members.
The most common ones are notice boards (27.8%), face-to-face contacts with employees
(21.9%) and meetings (21.7%). This means that approximately 70 to 80% do not use these
techniques. Surprisingly, technology such as email is minimally used as a mode of com-
munication (8.7%). There are issues of Internet access which would explain this problem
but trade union strategies seem fixated on very traditional forms of communication which
in turn appear restricted due to their focus on individual and fixed environments. In addi-
tion, new forms of communication seem to be restricted and underdeveloped.

Anantaraman (1997, 105) states that when unions apply to employers for recognition,
hostile employers may resort to victimization or unfair labour practices, which include:
summoning employees under threat of dismissal to declare whether they are members of
the union; transferring union members; dismissing and retrenching union members; and
obtaining statutory declarations under duress from employees. Managerial opposition to
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unions is often asserted to be a global phenomenon and a crucial factor explaining the
decline in union density. Several interesting observations emerge from the findings
reported in Table 4.

There are no signs of employers systematically opposing trade unions although there
appears to be a pattern of this. However, more discreet ways of marginalizing unions
appear to be emerging in terms of more direct employee involvement. The established
structures of IR is not apparently being challenged systematically although it is being
contsrained; but signs of new modes of communication being used by management
through HRM approaches are visible (see Martinez Lucio and Weston, 1992 for a discus-
sion of these developments in the UK). The issue of communication is emerging in
Malaysian trade unionism as trade unions seem to be less effective while employers and
management are in relative terms improving their direct systems of communication.
Union leaders, in a number of instances, are not sure whether incidences of managerial
opposition practices are present. For example, a sizeable number of trade unionists are not
sure whether employers try to avoid hiring union members (67.5%), engage management
consultants to weaken trade unions (49.4%) or discriminate against union members in

Table 4 Incidence of managerial opposition practices

Practices Disagree

n (%)

Undecided

n (%)

Agree

n (%)

Mean SD

Engage management consultant 70 (42.2) 82 (49.4) 14 (8.4) 1.66 .628

Holding captive audience speeches 90 (54.2) 76 (45.8) 0 1.46 .500

Refusing to negotiate with union 151 (91.0) 0 15 (9.0) 1.18 .575

Anti-union literature 161 (97.0) 5 (3.0) 0 1.03 .171

Promise of increased wages 113 (68.1) 53 (31.9) 0 1.32 .468

Threats against union supporters 103 (62.1) 15 (9.0) 48 (28.9) 1.67 .897

Discharged one or more union activists 157 (94.6) 0 9 (5.4) 1.11 .454

Supervisor one-on-one meetings with

employees

111 (66.9) 39 (23.5) 16 (9.6) 1.43 .663

Formed anti-union committee(s) 107 (64.5) 59 (35.5) 0 1.36 .480

Discriminating against union members in

promotions

63 (38.0) 82 (49.4) 21 (12.6) 1.75 .667

Promotion of union leaders to get them out

of scope of membership

122 (73.5) 33 (19.9) 11 (6.6) 1.33 .597

Transfer of union leaders 158 (95.2) 0 8 (4.8) 1.10 .430

Tries not to hire union members 43 (25.9) 112 (67.5) 11 (6.6) 1.81 .538

Non compliance of collective bargaining

agreement

154 (92.8) 0 12 (7.2) 1.14 .519

Union leaders instructed to carry out multiple

tasks (‘pushed around’)

141 (84.9) 0 25 (15.1) 1.30 .717

Establishing employee-involvement

programmes

9 (5.4) 49 (29.5) 108 (65.1) 2.60 .593
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promotions (49.4%). Union leaders, in this survey, were not sure whether employers
indulge in certain practices such as ‘holding captive audience speeches’, distributing anti-
union literature, and forming anti-union committees. Undoubtedly differences in the leg-
islation systems influence the differences in managerial behaviour towards trade unions.
In the Malaysian context, the TUA and IRA potentially impinge on occurrences of man-
agerial opposition practices but there seems to be a picture of changing power relations
and communication practice that may reinforce the negative features of the legal
framework.

The survey questionnaire sought to investigate the extent of trade union involvement
in decision-making processes across a range of human resource management practices
and workplace issues regarding which Mellahi and Wood (2004, 210) claim that ‘Malay-
sian companies pick and mix Japanese and Western HRM practices to suit their needs’.
Involvement was classified as negotiation, consultation and information, and respondents
were asked to score the degree of involvement in relation to the issues delineated in
Table 5. The results shows that the unions’ most significant role is in negotiation over pay
and benefit issues (M = 3.37). Few respondents claimed that handling grievances (M =
3.09), termination and retrenchment (M = 2.98) and the regulation of health and safety
issues (M = 2.61) were the main features of negotiation. In some instances, unions are
either consulted or merely informed. The degree of involvement over performance
appraisals (M = 2.22), working conditions (M = 2.00) and training opportunities (M =
1.56) provides slightly more negative reading, rarely being the issue of negotiation. In all
other matters (use of new technology, future business plans, staff and manpower plan-
ning), the unions are not consulted or invited to any meaningful degree for negotiation.
These findings confirm, as Sim (1999) reported from research on the main telecommuni-
cations company in Malaysia, that unions lack a bargaining position in negotiating for

Table 5 Perceived levels of union involvement

Dimensions Not involve

n (%)

Inform

n (%)

Consult

n (%)

Negotiate

n (%)

Mean* SD

Pay and benefits 26 (15.7) 13 (7.8) 0 (0) 127 (76.5) 3.37 1.157

Handling grievances 0 (0) 31 (18.7) 89 (53.6) 46 (27.7) 3.09 .677

Termination/retrenchment 3 (1.8) 36 (21.7) 89 (53.6) 38 (22.9) 2.98 .722

Health and safety 20 (12.1) 41 (24.7) 89 (53.6) 16 (9.6) 2.61 .822

Performance appraisals 19 (11.5) 92 (55.4) 55 (33.1) 0 (0) 2.22 .633

Working conditions 47 (28.3) 72 (43.4) 47 (28.3) 0 (0) 2.00 .755

Training opportunities 96 (57.8) 47 (28.3) 23 (13.9) 0 (0) 1.56 .726

Use of new technology 95 (57.2) 71 (42.8) 0 (0) 0 (0) 1.43 .496

Future business plans 142 (85.5) 24 (14.5) 0 (0) 0 (0) 1.14 .353

Staff and manpower planning 150 (90.4) 16 (9.6) 0 (0) 0 (0) 1.10 .296

Equal opportunities 150 (90.4) 16 (9.6) 0 0 (0) 1.10 .296

Recruitment/selection of employees 158 (95.2) 8 (4.8) 0 (0) 0 (0) 1.05 .215

* The higher the mean the higher the level of involvement (where 1 = not involve and 4 = negotiate).
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fundamental changes in organizational policy on areas such as the introduction of new
technology and restructuring exercises, being informed but not consulted with prior to
implementation.

The survey also studied questions of gender and unions. According to the Federal
Constitution of Malaysia, all persons are equal before the law and entitled to the equal
protection of the law (Article 8, Clause 1) and it prohibits discrimination on the basis of
religion, race, sex, descent and place of birth (Article 8, Clause 2). Discrimination and
quotas are sanctioned under the exclusive provisions of the Constitution for Malays to
balance the community’s economic disadvantages (Jomo and Hui 2009). The Ministry
of Human Resources Malaysia is responsible for developing policies to deter discrimina-
tion at the workplace and foster equality; nevertheless, Jomo and Hui (2009, 10)
affirmed that ‘there is no anti-discrimination legislation to guarantee equal opportuni-
ties in recruitment, career development, social security and working conditions, regard-
less of race, religion or gender.’ Jomo and Hui also stated that many Malays and Indians
have alleged experiencing discrimination by Chinese and occasionally by foreign
employers. Based on a study of inequality and the determinants of earnings in Malaysia,
Milanovic (2001) reported that women are discriminated to a degree of 16–20% in
issues of earnings. Aziz (2008) asserted that Malaysia has yet to introduce legislation on
gender equality and that the government is ‘deafeningly silent on any prohibition of dis-
crimination on the basis of sex or gender’ (p. 79). These issues became more obvious
with publication of the International Trade Union Confederation’s (ITUC; 2010) report
which noted that Malaysia ratified Convention no. 100 on Equal Remuneration in 1997
but not Convention no. 111 on Discrimination (Employment and Occupation). Accord-
ing to the ITUC (2010) ‘there is no legislative reference to equal remuneration for work
of equal value’, ‘[the] issue of sexual harassment in the workplace is covered only by a
voluntary code of conduct’ (p. 5), ‘the law does not prohibit discrimination on the
grounds of disabilities’ and ‘many domestic workers, especially migrant women, are
subject to severe exploitation and even physical abuse’ (p. 6). It seems that many
employees in Malaysia are deprived of fundamental workplace rights merely because
some employers resist, or are hesitant in, developing equal opportunity strategies by
taking advantage of certain laws, thus it is timely the trade unions take serious initiatives
to curb the raise of workplace equality issues.

However, trade union involvement was least prevalent with regard to recruitment/
selection of employees (M = 1.05). This means that unions are unclear and uninvolved in
the recruitment of new employees. This could also indicate the presence of an employers’
reluctance at unionizing new employees. Without employer support, the recruitment of
new members is a difficult task, especially since union recruitment is highly dependent on
employer policy. It appears to be the case that unions remain hidden away in the back-
ground and are merely given a space in very limited roles. Their lack of visibility could
lead to negative perceptions in the minds of both members and non-members on the
ability of unions to protect workplace issues critical to employees while boosting the
quality of work–life. Under these circumstances trade unions do not appear to be strategic
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in Malaysia; however, the question that needs to be considered is whether employers and
management are solely to be blamed or whether trade unions are not being proactive in
handling workplace issues. The evidence suggests the former in the main but there are
signs of trade unions not being involved in a range of strategic and social issues, and of
not being clear about a range of developments because they have ‘little influence on most
HRM policies’ (Mellahi and Wood 2004, 211). The issue is that the space for union activity
and renewal is restricted due to management’s imposition of limits and constraints on key
areas of the employment relation.

Conclusion

The problems facing trade unions are economic, social and political. They are in great part
structural. The transformation of the workplace and the emergence of new forms of
worker representation and management strategies are linked to the way new sectors such
as services tend to present a more individualized and unstable environment for trade
union organization. In addition, there have been political factors that vary between out-
right antagonism towards trade unions for political reasons, on the one hand, and ambiva-
lence and non-committal approaches, on the other, which see trade unions as marginal to
questions of economic regeneration and change. Then there are social factors which are
normally linked to the emergence of a new workforce – something which is contested in
various forums – that at the higher level finds professionals who are unlikely to turn to
trade unions for representation due to their labour market advantage and social identity,
while at the lower end finds workers who face questions of vulnerability and insecurity
and are reluctant to link up with collective forms of representation due to the political
costs.

These factors are extensive in Malaysia. However, the evidence presented in this paper
shows that major gaps and barriers within trade unions exist in terms of strategy and
understanding. Structural constraints appear to have become internalized within trade
unions constraining their revitalization strategies. There are real issues of visibility within
the workplace. These are partly explained by the lack of systematic support offered by the
legal system and employers. Yet there is a real perception gap as far as workers are con-
cerned. In addition, there are indications that trade unions have not really thought
through or developed direct and more imaginative forms of communication. Trade
unions appear to be linked to ‘one-to-one’ relations and restricted meetings with a narrow
remit of workers and appear to be unable or unwilling to organize collective forms of
communication within the workplace or in local communities. Trade unions are seen to
be predominantly male organizations and unable to reach out to the broader workforce.
They are focused – by choice or by their environment – on a traditional and even narrow
range of issues.

It appears significant here to note the assertion of Aminuddin (2003, 2007, 2008) and
Ramasamy and Rowley (2008) that the function and role of Malaysian trade unions are
narrow. Unions remain functioning at the enterprise level and 1) engage in collective bar-
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gaining primarily on economic issues – to improve terms and conditions of employment;
2) provide legal representation and advice to members in regards to workplace griev-
ances; 3) organize strikes, lockouts and similar industrial action; 4) provide skill develop-
ment training for redundant workers; 5) and uphold social and educational welfare.
Yet these activities are restricted to specific sectors and workspaces. Of relevance to our
paper, Malaysian trade unions still lack decision-making powers despite the presence of
competent leaders. Employers and government are reinforcing the decline of union
strength. Yet the research agenda in the future has to build on the insights of this paper as
we know little about how renewal and revitalization is understood by organized labour.
We need to investigate learning opportunities to educate and help workers understand
the changing role of trade unions, focusing on labour legislation and workers’ rights
and developing new learning and communication technologies to enhance multilevel
communication, a broader and social view of workplace innovation and activities in
order to strengthen partnership with society: so as to position the unions beyond
the image of a narrow interest group. To achieve such development we have to re-
conceptualize the barriers to trade unionism: for example, they need to be understood in
internal organizational terms and not solely as external ones (these internal barriers being
sustained externally). Stuart et al. (2008) have argued that trade unions and
their future must be increasingly understood in terms of their ability, or otherwise, to
innovate and modernize. This ability is not the sole or main factor that explains the rela-
tive decline in trade union politics; however, it is a factor that must be aligned alongside
the more structural factors that underpin the earlier wave of discussion on trade union
decline. It may be that those structural factors do not just inhibit unions but they
also block their ability to change and renew. Our interest in this aspect arises from an
awareness of the impact that the second wave of the debate has had in the form of trade
union renewal. For HRM, this paper raises serious implications in that the way the indus-
trial relations environment has been constructed and the way unions have been con-
strained means that the positive features of dialogue, mutual gains and more inclusive
strategies may not be easily developed. The development of a decent and inclusive work-
place may be restrained by the failure of union renewal and the lack of external support
for it.

Notes

1 The heavy industrial programme was initiated in 1980 to hasten industrial growth and recuperate

the economic position of Malays via the establishment of the Heavy Industries Corporation of

Malaysia (HICOM). A large-scale joint ventures, mainly with the Japanese, was established from a

range of industries, such as, car manufacture, iron and steel, cement, motorcycles, aluminium, and

gas (Government of Malaysia 1989, 196; see Jomo 2007; Jomo and Todd 1994, and Kuruvilla and

Arudsothy 1995 for more details).
2 Reflecting the impact of the Malaysian government’s use of its discretionary powers to restrict

labour legislation during the EOI phase, FDI flows to Malaysia beginning in the mid-1980s have
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been increasing at a faster rate than other Asian NICs The remarkable support for the growth of

FDI to some extent has diminished the trade union movement in Malaysia (see Athukorala and

Menon 1995, 1996 for further discussions).
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